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Prisons and Phone Companies Fleecing Families

There are 2.3 million people in prison in America. And their families – disproportionately poor and people of color – are bearing the burden of paying for excessively high telephone bills to keep in touch with their incarcerated loved ones.

Dharma Dailey has been researching the issue for the Media Justice Fund. Their report, Criminal Charges, has just been released.

Dharma Daily:  In the 1960s, social science researchers noticed that there was a relationship between people being able to stay in contact with their families and their communities and recidivism. And that relationship is that the more capacity somebody had to stay in contact with loved ones, the less likely they were to wind up back in prison. And when they got out, the more likely they were to find work, maintain work and so on.

Building on that research, reform was undertaken throughout the country to introduce phones into the prison system. But with the breakup of AT&T’s phone monopoly in 1985 came unforeseen changes to prison phone systems: A niche market around prison phone service.

Dharma Daily:  Phone service providers found a way to get an edge on getting prison phone contracts, and that was to offer a commission to the prison systems or to the states. It’s called “commissions” by the prison systems, but it’s called “kickbacks” by the families. 

The average kickback today is about 40 percent. A typical interstate collect call from a prison has a $3.95 connection fee and rates per minute as high as $0.89. Grassroots advocates have been fighting for lower phone rates for many years. And they have gotten some results in some states. Twenty-nine states now offer imprisoned people the option of debit or pre-paid calling. Five states have laws against commissions. Some local ordinances to regulate prison phone contracts have been enacted. But there is more to be done.

Daily says the best government agency to make strong policy is the Federal Communications Commission

Dharma Daily: Ultimately, the FCC has the unquestionable authority to regulate interstate communication, and the act that created the FCC – the Communication Act of the 1930s – specifically mandated the FCC to, in the words of the Act, “regulate just and reasonable rates.”

Families of prisoners hope that the FCC will cap rates for interstate calls, and that federal action will have a cascading effect on in-state phone calls as well. Daily hopes that the Commission will look at the disparity between falling phone call rates for average consumers and rising rates for prisoners’ families.

To read the report, Criminal Charges, go to the Media Justice Fund at fex.org/mjf.

WLS-TV Opts Out of Collective Newsgathering in Chicago

Four of the five top TV news stations announced a joint venture to share newsgathering resources. Managers say it’s more cost effective to share staff and equipment. But Chicago’s WLS-TV general manager Emily Barr refused the offer to join them. 

Emily Barr: News is 100 percent of our image. So I won’t do anything to harm that. And I think we have to remain distinctive, and we have to have a voice that is different from everybody else’s. Otherwise, why bother watching us.

WLS is an ABC-owned station. NBC, Fox, CBS, Tribune will be pooling their video crews to cover events such as press conferences, car accidents.. But Barr says that the arrangement doesn’t leave room for spontaneity or creativity.

Emily Barr: Yes, you may shoot the press conference itself collectively, the way everybody else does, but as soon as that individual steps off the podium, or something might happen off to the left or off to the right or you need to get a reaction from someone else – that’s precisely when you need your camera crew and your reporter working in tandem to get the story.

Barr says video is the very thing that distinguishes TV from radio and print.

Emily Barr: Our pictures and sound is what makes us different from the way news is gathered for radio or for print. If you’re going to say that all video is essentially the same at these kinds of things, then you’re really diminishing the importance of that, and it doesn’t make sense to me.

With advertising dollars disappearing, stations are under pressure to cut costs.

Emily Barr: Most television stations and many radio stations are owned by companies that own multiple outlets, so there’s pressure to perform. We’re all in that same boat, in that respect.

But Barr says it’s important to keep competing voices in the media.

Emily Barr: I like it when the TV station across the street comes after us and tries to get a story that we’re trying to get. I don’t like it when we get beat. But I also think it makes us wake up and say, “You know, we’re not all that – we need to step it up.” It’s good for us. And I think its good for the entire media world to have a vibrant, competitive environment. Keeps everybody on their toes. And frankly, it probably keeps us honest.
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